Long-Term Field Research in Social Anthropology
by ELIZABETH COLSON, GEORGE M. FOSTER, THAYER SCUDDER, and ROBERT V. KEMPER c/o Dillision oj HumanititS and Social Seienas, Ca!ljornia Institute oj Technology, Pasadena, Calif. 91109, U.S.A. 15 IV 76 Perhaps without exception, anthropologists involved in long term field studies are dedicated to such research. Certainly they enjoy it, and some believe that morc and better long-term studies are essential if the development of anthropology as a discipline is to continue. The Burg Wartenstein Symposium "The Theoretical and Methodological Implications of Long Term Field Research in Social Anthropology," held August 29-September 7, 1975 , under the sponsorship of the Wenner Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, was organized as a stocktaking-an attempt to assess the strengths and short comings of long-term studies as anthropological research techniques and to try to pinpoint particular opportunities and problems associated with this kind of research. All participants (save one) had observed the same population on two or more visits over at least ten years, while several had worked with the same communities for a generation. Regrettably, a number of those invited were unable to attend, negating the attempt made to balance participants from the United States with anthropologists from other countries. In retrospect) most partiCipants also believed that several anthropologists who had not engaged in long-term research should have been included in the conference simply because all partiCipants were so predisposed towards long-term studies. Though they recognized their bias, a few colleagues with different commit ments might have sharpened many of the questions and much of the discussion.
The questions which participants dealt with in their papers and which dominated the discussions fell into three readily distinguishable groups: basic theory and interpretation, re search design and research strategies, and policy and ethical implications. These will be considered in turn.
Basic theory and interpretation.
The question basic to the conference was "Why long-term research?" That is, what is the justification for devoting large parts of professional careers to such research, and for investing major sums of money on repeat studies, rather than gathering data on peoples yet un studied or choosing a different community for each new research project? It emerged that there were two quite different types of long-term studies represented at the conference. One could be called the longitudinal study, which systematically follows a population through time and attempts to monitor, explain, and predict both continuity and change. Such studies create time series of events as an important part of the re search base. The other type of study looks more to a deepening understanding of a given culture associated with repeated visits in which one aspect after another of the cultural life is investigated in depth.
Most participants assumed that the primary justification for long-term research rested on the quality and quantity of data that could be obtained and upon the advantage gained when change can be observed as it happens. All participants felt that anthropological theories and models have had a greater "static bias" than is commonly assumed, that a time perspec tive is needed for assessing the rapidity with which change is occurring in the contemporary world, and that we need to consider how best to handle ethnographic data given rapid and widespread change. We already have instances of apparently discrepant hypotheses about the same peoples formulated at different periods of time which need explanation. The long term study should also face the investigator with the need to assess his or her own earlier formulations in the light of new data and so lead to better standards of fieldwork, both in the observing and in the recording of crucial phenomena.
Even without the evidence for innovative change based on new inputs or radical transformations, the cyclical nature of many cultural processes was seen as necessitating continued observation. For an understanding of American presidential politics, a cycle of at least eight years is essentialj pig festivals in New Guinea require observation over the entire cycle (which may continue for ten years) for a full understanding of what is happeningj cycles associated ""'ith bush-fallow systems of agriculture frequently extend for a generation or more. Moreover, communities experience "good" and "bad" periods depending on rainfall, chance political events, and other factors. Unless the anthropologist has observed a range of variation, it is difficult to distinguish the exceptional from the normative.
Concern with process continued throughout the conference to be a dominant justification for long-term work, but in creasingly participants felt that the opportunity to learn about a society in a depth of detail impossible in the single visit was also highly important. Those participants who had had the longest and most intensive exposure to their populations were particularly insistent on the importance of this point. It was urged that the long-term project could lead to economy of time and effort in the testing of anthropological theory, how ever generated, since rapport and background knowledge enabled the fieldworker to dispense with many of the pre liminaries.
It emerged that it is tOO soon to assess the actual and paten-CURRENT ANTHROPOLOGY tial contributions to theory of eXlstmg long-term studies. Logically, it can be argued, the study of processes over time should lead to better models and to greater accuracy in pre diction. At the very least, return visits face the anthropologist with the need to assess the accuracy of earlier predictions and to discover what went wrong with the initial projections. Some participants were struck with how poor their record had been. This is all to the good if we learn to ask why. Admittedly, so many variables are involved in contemporary change processes that to identify and interrelate all the critical ones is a tre mendously difficult task. Both training and research methodolo gies have encouraged anthropologists to examine change as bounded by a local community, but today the major factors promoting change are external to the community. All partici pants felt that in the future far greater attention must be paid to the relationships between the community and the nation state. This of course becomes a major justification for longi tudinal studies, since time is essential for examining the impact of policy at the local level.
Participants also compared long-term \vith cross-group studies in terms of potential contribution to theory building. All, it turned out, had done field research in several societies; all felt they were better anthropologists for this wider exposure and would recommend that young anthropologists contem plating long-term research should have additional field ex perience either before or during their intensive study (and preferably both) in order to keep their sense of problem and their appreciation of how cultures differ.
2. Rtuarch dmgn and rtslarch stratlgits. A striking feature of the cases reported was the serendipitous nature of much of the research. While only a few studies were preplan ned as long term (and even these changed design with the passage of time), the lack of planning probably is a result of a recent commit ment to long-term research. Though participants approved of flexibility, many felt that a greater degree of planning, asso ciated with the expectation that comparisons were to be made between time periods over at least a generation, would lead to better design.
A major question was whether there is, or should be, a basic "core" of data that any anthropologist engaged in long term research has the obligation to gather and keep current in order to facilitate comparative studies and to provide a baseline for later researchers. Ideally, and time permitting, it was felt that the anthropologist should strive to obtain and maintain quantitative data such as vital statistics; census material (including marital and parental status, social and residential units of affiliation, occupations, education, and religion); resource base (minimal descriptive data on ecological and economic categories)j and sociopolitical differentiation. Likewise, the recording of the appearance and disappearance of key traits was deemed highly desirable. Some participants, however, pointed to the danger of neglecting significant trends and items in the pursuit of core data; their gathering, many reported, is time consuming in the extreme and becomes increasingly so as the years go by and the population to be followed becomes scattered and diversified. So far, the in corporation of students into an on-going project has not solved the problem of core·data collection. Anthropologists have yet to develop anything comparable to the laboratory team ethic that governs so much of scientific research and enables students to contribute to a joint enterprise as pan of their apprentice ship. In appraising the utility of core data, and other data left by earlier researchers in the same area, it seemed generally agreed that solid, detailed, factual information is more helpful than are hypotheses or generalized descriptions. On the other hand, the vast amounts of data that long-term research generat~s .present special problems of handling which most of the partiCIpants felt have yet to be solved, with the result that they are not able to take full advantage of their data for purposes of analysis and theory formulation. Whether or not
the use of computers with more powerful software systems will prove a solution remains to be seen.
Another major question dealt with "data banks," central files where all data from a project ideally should be kept. This question arises when two or more researchers work on the same or similar problems over time, or when other researchers or scholars wish to use data accumulated (and increasingly computerized) during long-term research. Obviously systems need to be developed to record and file notes to facilitate later retrieval by qualified researchers. As the discussion progressed, it also became apparent that a data bank is as much an ethical as a technical matter. A data bank can be a potential time bomb, the consequences of which cannot be foreseen, especially when it contains records of events associated with individuals. In an era of increasingly open files and legal rights to demand access to government or private dossiers on individuals, one wonders, "What happens when the people we have studied ask to see our files? What happens when govern ments demand access to files which may contain information on people who are engaging in illegal activities or political opposition?" These are questions that now face every field worker) but the long-term study, because of its high visibility) poses the question in a particularly acute form. Satisfactory answers were not found, but it became apparent that long range research data, with resulting accumulations of materials involving many people, require special care and thought in coding) in filing, and in rights to access.
Policy and tthical implications.
In addition to the ethical problems described above, other themes were explored. It was taken for granted by all that human subjects are to be protected and that the traditional anthropological concern to avoid injury to individuals and groups is essential in long-term research. Concern was also expressed, however, about the positilll obligations of researchers to peoples studied. Some participants rook an "action-oriented" and/or "advocacy" stance, arguing that research on a population cannot be justified unless positive good is likely to accrue to them as a result of it. Absence of injury, they argued, is not in itself sufficient. Other participants stressed the importance of recognizing that in many countries long-term research in creasingly may be preplanned applied research, supported by government, which will expect practical results. Government will insist upon frequent, utilizable reports, and policy in creasingly will require communication of research findings to the subjects studied.
Another issue involves relationships between anthropologists. The long-term study is highly vulnerable to the unexpected encroachment of other research workers who decide to institute work in the communities under study, perhaps just because so much is known about them that they seem ideal research sites. Participants knew of instances where such intrusions had come perilously close to destroying all rapport and to bringing about the closing down of the long-term research. Professional courtesy should involve consultation and consideration for the effects of new work in the area.
Throughout the conference, participants continued to believe that long-term research offers many advantages over short term research) even though few convincing examples of major theoretical advances so far have emerged largely or entirely from long-term work. This poses a dilemma: If most significant contemporary theory in social anthropology is still based on traditional, or more time-limited, research, does this mean (a) that long-term research is of less value than the participants believe) or (6) that long-term research is relatively recent in anthropology, with much of the data accumulated and in sights gained still to be analyzed and/or published, and repre sents a very small fraction of all anthropological research?
While it is too soon to say, within the next decade the published results of current long-term work should provide an answer.
Associates in CURRENT ANTHROPOLOGY are requested to send information to the organizers at the above address about other long-term research projects, including names of the researchers, what they have done, and how frequently and for what periods of time they have returned to the field. The research should span a ten-year period, with two or more studies taking place within that time span.
The conference papers are now in process of revision by their authors for anticipated publication in a single volume. The three coorganizers, joined by the rapporteur, will edit the volume and provide an introductory chapter emphasizing the major findings of the conference.
Participants in the conference were as follows:
Elizabeth 
